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On May 9, the Dominican Republic's six major labor confederations and other grassroots
organizations grouped in the Coordinadora de Organizaciones Sociales held a 24- hour national
strike to demand a 30% increase in the minimum wage for private-sector employees, and to
press the government to resolve a series of other labor demands. Although the government plans
to reopen negotiations with the unions, more protests are likely since the country's business
organizations seem adamant on maintaining a 20% ceiling on wage hikes for this year. Since the
beginning of 1995, strikes and street demonstrations have occurred constantly throughout the
Dominican Republic as a result of government efforts to push through austerity measures to cut the
fiscal deficit and lower inflation. In preliminary estimates last year, the government had reported
that inflation increased by 13%, up from just 2.8% in 1993, largely because of the government's
inability to balance state finances. The fiscal deficit grew by 50% from US$73 million in 1993 to US
$109 million in 1994 caused in part by a decline in tax income, combined with government reluctance
to cut state subsidies and social spending (see NotiSur, 01/12/95 and 03/30/95).
During the first quarter of this year, however, the Central Bank released its final estimates on
inflation for 1994, which showed that the consumer price index (CPI) actually increased by 14.5%,
nearly two percentage points more than originally reported. As a result, labor unions have
been pressing the government and the private sector to increase wages by up to 30% in 1995 to
compensate for the loss of purchasing power since last year, and to offset government efforts since
January to eliminate basic subsidies for essential goods and services. Among other things, the
government has canceled price supports this year for bottled gas used for cooking. The subsidies
had been an economic mainstay for most households in recent years. In addition, the government
has announced plans to lower or completely eliminate subsidies for electricty consumption.
And, in March, the government reduced subsidies for transportation, which led to a 50% hike in
bus fares in urban areas. In April, the government agreed to open direct negotiations with the
unions over wage hikes for civil servants to compensate for the state austerity measures. Separately,
business associations also held talks over wage hikes for private-sector employees. In early May, the
government did reach a compromise agreement with the unions over raises for civil servants. Under
that accord, all public employees who earn less than US$116.73 per month will receive a 30% salary
increase, and those earning above that amount will be granted a 20% hike. Nevertheless, talks with
the business sector rapidly broke down because private-sector representatives stubbornly insist that
the raise in minimum wage this year be limited to 20%, even though the average monthly salary in
the business sector is only US$107.
In response, the unions called a 24-hour general strike for May 9, both to pressure the private
sector to concede to 30% wage hikes as the government has done, and to force President Joaquin
Balaguer's administration to also open negotiations over a series of other labor demands that were
not addressed during the public-sector salary debate. Among other things, the unions want the
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government to relocate hundreds of families that police have evicted from their homes in urban
slums since January, take steps to reduce prices for essential goods and services, and reinstate
some subsidies for public transportation. They also demand that officials immediately resolve the
country's energy crisis to put an end to the state's emergency electricity rationing plan, which took
effect at the beginning of the year.
The state-run Corporacion Dominicana de Electricidad (CDE), which maintains a monopoly on
electric generation and distribution in the country, has been cutting electricity service by up to 18
hours per day in many urban neighborhoods around the nation due to a severe fuel shortage that
has crippled the CDE's ability to operate its generators. The company's six fuel suppliers reduced
shipments to the CDE to press the government to immediately pay them US$8 million of the US$26
million the CDE owes them in back debts, and make arrangements to pay off the remainder of the
debt. The CDE, however, is nearly bankrupt, with an estimated US$80 million in outstanding shortterm debts and about US$6.5 million per month in operating losses.
During the one-day strike on May 9 riots broke out in the capital and in other urban centers around
the country. According to press reports, one demonstrator was killed and ten others injured in
numerous clashes with police. Rioting was especially widespread in the poor neighborhoods that
dot the northern outskirts of Santo Domingo. To restore calm, the army militarized many areas
of the capital as well as trouble spots in other cities on the island. Despite the return to normal
business activities on May 10, however, new strikes and protests are likely to explode again in the
coming weeks, since the private sector still refuses to raise salaries beyond the 20% increase in the
minimum wage that it conceded during the previous negotiations.
Moreover, the government is so far determined to keep its austerity plan on track. As a result,
the Balaguer administration is unlikely to accept many of the unions' other demands, such as the
restoration of transportation subsidies and price supports for other goods and services. In fact, in
anticipation of more strikes and street mobilizations, on April 11 the US-based business consulting
firm Political Risk Service decided to include the Dominican Republic on a list of six countries
in Latin America and the Caribbean that it considers the "highest risk" nations for financial
transactions. (Sources: Associated Press, 04/19/95; United Press International, 05/01/95, 05/03/95;
Notimex, 04/11/95, 05/08/95; Agence France-Presse, 04/11/95, 05/03/95, 05/09/95; Reuter, 05/07/95,
05/08/95, 05/09/95)
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